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Chapter One 


Glossy Shetland ponies crowded together in the late afternoon shade of cottonwood trees. Standing head to tail, they 
whisked breezes over each other’s faces as if nothing were wrong. 


For them, nothing was, but Samantha Forster was worried. How could something she’d wished for bring bad luck to 
the wild horses she loved? 


The early September sun sizzled against Sam’s back. Summer hadn’t ended just because it was the first day of 
school. 


She glanced toward the mansion sitting atop the man-made hill overlooking Gold Dust Ranch. The oversized house 
was air-conditioned and after the long walk from the school bus stop to visit her best friend, that refrigerated air 
would feel wonderful. 


But her best friend lived in the foreman’s house, not the mansion. Sam knew she was more likely to receive an 
invitation from the ponies, to share their irrigated emerald pasture, than one into Linc Slocum’s giant pillared house. 


She’d worn a knit shirt Gram had called adobe red, and a denim skirt, because Gram and Brynna, her stepmother, 
had ganged up on her until she’d accepted their claim that she only had one chance to make a good impression on 
her teachers during this first week of school. But the shirt was too warm for the sunny afternoon, especially when 
she was carrying two sets of books. 


Fretting over the temperature made a nice change from replaying last night’s phone call. 


Forget about the heat and the phone call, Sam told herself as she knocked at the front door of the small foreman’s 
house near Gold Dust Ranch’s front gates. But she couldn’t. 


At first she’d been so excited. Pam O’ Malley, her best friend from San Francisco, was coming to Nevada. Right this 
minute, Pam and her mom should be driving their camper from the city to Lost Canyon. Sam was excited to see Pam 


again and she couldn’t wait for her old best friend to meet her new one, but then Pam had announced the reason for 
their trip. 


“My mom has a grant to study mythological horses and write a paper about them,” Pam had explained. “She’s going 
to investigate the wild horses around your area, and focus on stories of some legendary stallion.” 


The only legendary stallion in northern Nevada was the Phantom. Sam knew that as well as she knew the mustang’s 
safety depended on staying hidden, not being put under a magnifying glass. 


Sam knocked a second time, then fluttered the neck of her shirt for coolness while she waited for Jennifer 
Kenworthy, her best friend in the entire world, to let her in out of the sun. Level-headed Jen would help her figure 
out what to do about Pam and her mother. Jen’s passion was complex mathematics, and she loved solving intricate 
problems of any kind. 


But Sam didn’t have time to announce her news. 
“Stay out,” Jen said as soon as she saw Sam. 
She didn’t sound angry, just firm as she slipped past the screen door to come outside. 


Jen’s white-blond braids were pinned haphazardly atop her head and her arm moved a little stiffly as it brushed aside 
the day’s homework Sam carried with her. 


A week ago, an attack by a range bull had shattered one of Jen’s ribs. According to her parents, Jen wasn’t well 
enough yet to return to school, so Sam had brought her new books to her. 


With her torso still wrapped in bandages for protection, Jen stepped gingerly off the porch. Sam stepped back to let 


Jen ease past. 

“What’s up?” Sam asked. 

“Nothing that’ll make you happy,” Jen said as she led the way across the silently baking ranch yard. 
Sam felt her worry double. 


As she left the stack of books and homework on the porch, she wondered if Jen’s parents had decided their daughter 
should go back to being homeschooled instead of attending Darton High. 


No, a silent voice wailed in Sam’s head, but she just crossed her fingers and hoped not. Since Jen’s accident, the 
idea had been under discussion. The last Sam had heard, though, Jen’s parents were still locked in disagreement. 


“C’mon,” Jen said, looking back over her shoulder. “I want you to look at something.” 
With a sigh of relief, Sam followed. You couldn’t look at a decision. 


As she fell into step beside her friend, Sam almost blurted out her worries over Pam, but she knew she should be 
considerate first. 


“How does your rib feel?” Sam asked. 


“Like the broken ends of that bone are still grating together under my skin,” Jen grumbled. “And don’t get me 
started on wearing layers of protective bandages during a heat wave.” 


Then Jen gave a lopsided grin, probably so Sam wouldn’t think she was whining. 


Sam shuddered. Heat and sweat she could tolerate, but she winced at her friend’s pain. When she opened her mouth 
to sympathize, Jen stopped her. 


“Talking about it is a waste of time.” 
“Right,” Sam said, then turned her head so Jen wouldn’t see her smile. 
Jen’s injury hadn’t smothered her take-charge attitude. 


“What are you going to show me?” Sam asked. Despite everything, excitement bounced up in her when she noticed 
they were headed for Gold Dust Ranch’s modern barn. The barn meant horses. 


“No hints,” Jen muttered. “I want your honest assessment. Maybe Ryan and I are overreacting.” 

Sam took a deep breath. Telling Jen about Pam’s visit would have to wait. 

Ryan Slocum, whose father owned the Gold Dust Ranch, was new to Nevada, and he sometimes misunderstood the 
Western way of things. But Jen had been born on this ranch. If Sam added all Jen’s experience to the fact that she 
was a science and math whiz who insisted on a logical explanation for everything, the chances that Jen was 


overreacting were pretty small. 


Sam squinted and blinked as she passed from the glaring sunlight into the dim barn. Before her eyes accustomed 
themselves to the change, Jen shushed her. 


“Wha—?” Sam managed before she made out the index finger Jen had raised to her lips, then pointed. 
Sam looked toward the barn’s biggest box stall, but it was empty. 
The quiet only lasted a second. 


Ryan Slocum’s voice sliced through it. Squinting her dazzled eyes, Sam made him out, standing near a wall- 


mounted telephone. 

“Pardon me,” he said, to whoever listened on the other end of the line, but he didn’t sound apologetic. “I don’t mean 
to be too direct, but I’ve been waiting—no, it’s not an emergency. Not exactly. You see, this is my second call to Dr. 
Scott and I’ve yet to hear...” 


Sam stiffened. Dr. Scott was the nearest veterinarian. If Ryan had phoned the vet twice, something must be seriously 
wrong. And it must be about Shy Boots, the colt Ryan loved. 


“Yes, actually, I’ve been concerned for several days,” Ryan continued. “However, I’ve driven the distance between 
—” Ryan’s lecturing tone broke off and he flinched. “Oh, I see, a pet tortoise hit by a car. That’s dreadful.” Ryan 


sighed. “Well then, I suppose there’s nothing to do except wait. You’ve been quite helpful,” Ryan added, and then 
he hung up and turned toward Sam. 


“What’s wrong with Shy Boots?” Sam blurted. 
Seeing that her plan for an impartial evaluation was doomed, Jen said, “He won’t get up.” 


“Won’t or can’t?” Sam asked. Although she’d never seen the problem, she’d heard of “cast” horses who got wedged 
in weird positions in their stalls and couldn’t gather themselves to rise. 


“See for yourself,” Ryan said, walking closer to the box stall. 


It turned out not to be empty. When Sam peered inside and saw the Appaloosa foal lying flat, she instantly forgot the 
sunshine outside. In here, it might as well be November. 


The chocolate-brown colt with his hip blanket of white spots wasn’t unconscious. His eyes were open, but there was 
no luster beyond those impossibly long eyelashes. 


Listless and still, he watched the humans stare down at him. 


Ryan slipped inside the stall and squatted beside Shy Boots. The colt seemed limp. His only movement was a slight 
flinch away from the stroking of Ryan’s hand against his dark, velvety neck. 


Ryan was the sort of guy who tried to hide his emotions, but Sam could tell his love for the Appaloosa foal made 
him as anxious as a father. 


He didn’t even look like himself. His dark hair was disheveled. His pressed khaki pants were smeared with—nope, 
she wasn’t seeing things—a little horse manure. 


Sam rarely understood what Jen saw in Ryan Slocum, her almost-boyfriend. 


Right now, though, Ryan was so concerned about his colt, he didn’t care about his appearance, and Sam wanted to 
pat him on the back. 


“Boots won’t leave his stall and his appetite has slacked off dramatically,” Ryan said without looking up at Sam. 


“Ryan’s checked for a temperature,” Jen added, “but the thermometer reads right at one hundred degrees.” Jen gave 
Sam an owlish glance. “And that’s normal.” 


“Okay,” Sam said. “Could he have hurt himself? Just pulled a tendon and be feeling crummy?” 

“There’s no sign of trauma or swelling.” Jen bit her lip. Jen planned to study veterinary medicine in college and 
she’d already started looking at animals as patients. Above the nosepiece of her glasses, her frown deepened. “I’ve 
thought of West Nile virus, but I can’t find any insect bite and I’m not up on all the symptoms—” 


“Jen,” Sam interrupted. “Why don’t we wait for the vet?” 


“Tt could be a while, and I can’t even enjoy the satisfaction of feeling angry. Not without being a brute,” Ryan said. 


“You heard what I said about the tortoise being backed over by a car?” 

The girls nodded, grimacing. 

“I’m sure Boots is fine,” Jen said, trying to sound casual. “But the poor little guy’s been through so much.” 

Sam took a deep breath, and when she exhaled, she felt no relief. Jen was right. 

Sired by a rogue stallion named Diablo and mothered by Hotspot, a young mare who’d escaped before she could 
become the cornerstone of Gold Dust Ranch’s Appaloosa breeding program, Shy Boots had been unwanted before 
he was even born. 

Soon after the mare and foal had survived a difficult birth, Linc Slocum had tried to wean Shy Boots early. 

That was one of the rare times when Ryan, whose heart had been won by the two horses, had stood up to his father. 
Ryan had objected to the early separation, and so had Hotspot. Although she’d been purchased solely as a 
broodmare, Hotspot had refused to mate with a stallion whose high-priced bloodlines matched her own. 

Just days later, Ryan had overheard Linc’s plan to solve the problem by destroying Hotspot’s “mongrel” foal. 
Before that could happen, the horses had been stolen, then separated. Luckily, the inept thief hadn’t gotten very far 
with the horses. Hotspot had escaped and joined the Phantom’s herd and Shy Boots had been found at a petting zoo, 
where he’d been adopted by a burro foster mother. But that arrangement had been temporary. 

Now, with Hotspot still out on the range, the colt was alone again. 

Jen was right. The little guy had been through a lot. 


“Maybe he’s just tired and overwhelmed,” Sam suggested. 


“He’s not eating, even though I offer him the bottle all the time, now,” Ryan said. Something in his tone sounded a 
little guilty, and Sam could guess why. 


When Jen had been in the hospital, Ryan had spent hours driving back and forth to Darton. Then he sat in a chair at 
her beside, talking. Jen had appreciated his company, but who had fed Shy Boots? 


Ryan was an excellent rider, but had he ever been responsible for the daily care of his own horse? In England, there 
had been grooms and trainers to monitor his horses’ health. Did he know foals needed frequent feeding, even when 
humans thought they had more important things to do? 


Before she could bring up the touchy subject, they all heard a faint mechanical whirr, then a clang as the iron gates 
to Gold Dust Ranch opened and closed. 


From his bed of straw, Shy Boots’ dark ears twitched, picking up the sound of an approaching truck. 
“That will be Dr. Scott,” Ryan said, and Sam saw him return to being his usual self. 
With brisk movements, he stood, brushed at his soiled pants, and left the stall. 


He tossed back his dark hair and shed the worry that had bowed him over the foal. As Ryan made his way toward 
the vet, his manner said he wasn’t the sort of guy who liked to be kept waiting. 


Chapter Two 


Apparently Ryan had calmed down under Dr. Scott’s quiet questioning, because he leaned casually against the barn 
wall, pretending to be unconcerned as the vet examined Shy Boots. 


The vet lifted the Appaloosa, steadied him on his faintly striped hooves, and coaxed him into a paddock outside the 
barn. But the open space didn’t tempt the colt to cavort in circles or nibble dandelions. In fact, he didn’t do much of 
anything. 

He’d changed a lot since the day Ryan had brought him over to play with her filly Tempest, Sam thought. Then, 
he’d bucked in high spirits. He’d chased and played hide-and-seek behind his mother. Now, Shy Boots turned his 
head away from the humans and stared toward the range as if he knew where his mother had gone. 


“Clinically, we’d diagnose his condition as ‘failure to thrive,’” Dr. Scott announced finally. 


“I guess Pll need to talk with that woman Patty,” Ryan snapped. “Her precious burro Mistress Mayhem,” he 
pronounced the name almost scornfully, “is needed here, where she can take care of Boots.” 


Ryan’s attitude had just changed again. Since Sam had arrived, he’d gone from concerned, to irritated, to casual, and 
back to irritated. She and Jen knew he loved Shy Boots. Dr. Scott probably knew, too. So why did Ryan try to cover 
it up? 


“If Patty didn’t want to sell her burro two weeks ago, she won’t want to now,” Jen told him. “Even if she loaned 
Mistress Mayhem to you, Patty would eventually want her back. Then Boots would lose her twice.” 


“Right,” Ryan said curtly. 
They faced the vet, waiting for his solution to the problem. 


Dr. Scott pushed his black-rimmed glasses up with the back of one hand. He looked thoughtful. Sam knew he was 
about to come up with something, but the vet was testing Ryan’s patience. 


“Should I try to find his real mother?” Ryan demanded. 


Dr. Scott must have been used to people turning emotional over their animals, because he pretty much ignored Ryan 
and spoke slowly as he worked through the colt’s situation. 


“If Shy Boots were a human child—given his bumpy start—I’d say you’d be looking at trouble on down the line. 
But horses tend to bounce back from trouble. Once we clear up his physical problems, we’ll probably see a big 
improvement.” 

“What are his physical problems?” Ryan asked. 

“I’m guessing he has an ulcer,” Dr. Scott said. 


“Guessing?” Fear made Ryan’s voice louder. “But you’re not sure?” 


The vet shrugged. “We could test him, but I’d rather not add to his stress. Ulcer treatment will do him good no 
matter what’s wrong.” 


An ulcer? Sam stared at Shy Boots. Didn’t people in high-pressure jobs, like heads of corporations or brain 
surgeons, get ulcers? 


Sam moved her hands against her arms as if she were rubbing away a chill. Poor little horse. 


This time Ryan didn’t snap at the vet. When he did speak, his British accent seemed stronger than usual. “Because 
he feels abandoned, d’you think?” 


“T can’t read his mind,” Dr. Scott admitted. “But it’s probably more physical than emotional. In the wild, horses 
spend almost all their waking hours grazing, then moving around looking for more grass, and grazing some more. 
His whole digestive system,” the vet said, nodding at Shy Boots, “is designed for a life of constant intake and 
exercise.” 


When Ryan stayed quiet, the vet added, “Eat. Move. Eat again and move on to look for food, then eat some more.” 


“T understood,” Ryan told him. “In fact, I was just thinking about his confinement and,” Ryan’s cheeks flushed 
slightly, “his eating schedule.” He shook his head. Then his hands spread wide as something else occurred to him. 
“But many horses are kept in stalls and fed on a schedule.” 


“And lots of ’em have ulcers,” Dr. Scott said. “I read a study not long ago that said plenty of race-horses and 
performance horses have ulcers, and so do most orphaned foals.” 


“Does he count as an orphan?” Sam asked. 


“Yes and no,” Dr. Scott said. “Yes, because he can’t nurse every hour, getting nutrition the minute he needs it. No, 
because he was with his mother right after birth. In those first six to twelve hours, nursing babies don’t get milk—” 


“They get colostrum,” Jen said proudly. 
Ryan murmured in agreement. 
“That’s right,” Dr. Scott said. 


Sam raised her hand as if she were in class. “Excuse me. Since I’m the only one who doesn’t know what col— 
whatever—is, could someone please tell me?” 


“Colostrum is a liquid that’s like fifty-fifty sugar and antibodies,” Jen explained. 


“Something like that,” Dr. Scott agreed, smiling at Jen’s knowledge. “But the main thing is, it helps young animals 
fight off disease.” 


“Fine then,” Ryan said. He sounded as if he were brushing aside his earlier worry. 


“However,” Dr. Scott said in a cautioning tone, “first-time mothers don’t always give their young enough of it, and 
he’s reached the age when the positive effects start wearing off.” In the sudden silence, they all stared at the 
vulnerable colt. “But I don’t think we need to worry about that. My advice—” Dr. Scott paused to look at Ryan. 


“Yes, please,” Ryan urged. 


“—is to kill two birds with one stone. Put him on open pasture with another horse so he can do what horses do, 
moving around at will, nibbling at grass, staring at butterflies, and napping. He’ll avoid long periods of fasting— 
that’s tough on his tummy—and he’! be feeding in the proper position, with his head down and throat”—Dr. Scott’s 
hand moved up his own neck—“extended. That’ ll take care of his physical need for exercise and his emotional need 
for company.” 


“Just a moment,” Ryan protested, then looked sort of sheepish. “I do spend quite a good deal of time with him.” 


“I meant equine company,” the vet said. “And it would be best, ’til he shakes off his blues, if you limited human 
contact.” 


“Why is that?” Jen asked. 


” 


“Sometimes it helps to let creatures return, as much as possible, to what they’ve been doing for millions of years, 
Dr. Scott said. Then he shrugged, adding, “And it’s an easy step to try first.” 


Ryan’s arms crossed hard across his middle. He looked cold-eyed and determined. He wanted to reject the idea of 


not spending time with the lonely colt, and Sam understood. 


“But Shy Boots has imprinted on Ryan,” Sam said, remembering the days Ryan had refused to leave Hotspot and 
her colt. “Won’t that be hard for him?” 


“Maybe at first,” Dr. Scott conceded, “but he needs the company of other horses, needs to learn what they do and 
how they respond to their world, if he’s not going to be a misfit.” 


Ryan exhaled and his arms dropped to his sides. “Clearly, that’s not what I want.” He looked away from the vet and 
stared toward the pastures. “Now,” he said, and cleared his throat loudly, “our next chore is to select the perfect 
companion.” 

“T already know,” Jen said. 


“Not your Silly,” Ryan protested, referring to Silk Stockings, Jen’s beautiful but skittish palomino mare. 


“No, not my Silly.” Jen stuck her tongue out at him. It was such an uncharacteristically childish gesture that Sam, 
Ryan, and even Dr. Scott laughed. 


When Jen pointed to a pasture across the ranch, indicating the graceful sorrel grazing closest to them, Sam followed 
her gesture. But she wasn’t prepared when Jen said, “Princess Kitty.” 


Chills rained down Sam’s arms. 


Princess Kitty had once lived at River Bend Ranch. Sam’s ranch. The mare had been sold to the Kenworthys right 
after Sam’s accident because...Sam’s next breath caught, and she drew another one, despite the tightness in her 
chest. Because Dad couldn’t stand to look at Princess Kitty since she’d given birth to the horse who’d injured Sam. 
Princess Kitty was the Phantom’s mother. 


So why hadn’t Dad sold Smoke, too? Dad’s gray mustang had been the Phantom’s father. Sam shook her head. Why 
should she try to unravel Dad’s emotions, when she couldn’t even figure out her own? 


Right now, for instance, she felt totally protective of the mare as Dr. Scott and Ryan discussed her suitability as a 
companion for Shy Boots. 


“She’s a pretty thing,” Ryan said, looking the horse over with considering eyes. “And I have heard them call to one 
another in sort of a conversational way.” 


“Some people believe in something called breed recognition,” Dr. Scott said, “and I’d have to say that Kitty’s 
conformation is pretty close to Hotspot’s.” 


Sam had never noticed before, but the vet was right. Although Princess Kitty was probably a full hand shorter than 
Hotspot, she had the same fine-legged, lean-bodied running Quarter Horse body. 


“Will she know how to conduct herself around a foal, though?” Ryan asked. “That’s rather critical. If she should get 
short-tempered around Shy Boots—” 


“She’s had a foal,” Sam interrupted. “She’s the Phantom’s mother.” 

Dr. Scott gave a surprised sound and tilted his head. 

“You don’t say?” Ryan said, incredulously. “Your fabled silver stallion has a little brown hen of a mother?” 
“Ryan!” Jen wailed, and despite her bandages, she swatted him on the shoulder. 

“I’m joking,” he assured her as he stepped out of reach. “Didn’t I just say she was pretty?” 


But another thought made Jen turn toward Sam. 


“Sam,” Jen said as if she’d suddenly remembered something, “she had another foal, too.” 
“She did?” Sam yelped. 


Her imagination sprang into action. She pictured a half-brother or sister to the Phantom, a silver shadow to run 
alongside him on the range. 


“Where is he?” Sam blurted. “Or she?” 


“Sold,” Jen said in gloomy certainty. “Gone away—somewhere...” Jen shrugged. “Kitty foaled when we were 
trying to hold onto the ranch by selling off everything that would bring us a dollar.” Jen blushed under Ryan’s stare. 
“Tt didn’t work, of course, and Kitty went as part of the ranch when we sold it.” 


“But what about the foal? Who bought her? Or him?” Sam asked. 


“My parents might remember, but I don’t. That year was...” Jen paused, searching for the right word. When she 
settled on one, Sam would bet it didn’t come close to describing the despair of losing a ranch you’d worked and 
sacrificed for. “It was kind of crazy around here. I just remember one day there was this little baby horse with floppy 
ears and the next day there wasn’t.” 


Floppy ears? Sam thought of her beautiful ivory stallion with pricked ears delicate as a desert Arabian’s, but before 
she could grill Jen for more details, her friend added, “She was in foal a third time, too, to Sundance, but not for 
long.” 


“What happened?” Sam asked. 
“I don’t know,” Jen admitted. 


“Tt just happens that way sometimes,” Dr. Scott said. “I wasn’t here, of course, but there could’ve been a serious 
birth defect in the foal or, if things were as stressful in her environment as Jen says, Princess Kitty might have just 
miscarried.” 


In the moment of quiet, Sam realized this was her chance to get to know the Phantom’s mother. She’d bring Jen her 
homework every day and check on Shy Boots and Princess Kitty at the same time. 


But Ryan’s thoughts had veered in another direction. 


“If I’m going to limit Boots’s human contact, I might as well go out and find his mother straight away,” Ryan said. 
“Tt will be safer than letting BLM bring her in, herding her with helicopters, running her over rough terrain with 
dozens of other horses.” 


Ryan’s musing expression cleared as he shot a quick glance at Sam. 


“You're right,” Sam told him. Just because Brynna, her stepmother, worked for the Bureau of Land Management 
didn’t mean she was blind to the dangers of horses running, frightened and full-out. 


“Someone will still need to keep an eye on him,” Dr. Scott said, nodding toward Shy Boots. 


“If they both came to River Bend, Gram would be there during the day and I could work with them after school.” 
Sam’s words rushed out in excitement. “That would be incredibly cool. Boots could play with Tempest again and I 
bet Dark Sunshine would...” Sam’s voice trailed off as she wondered. “Well, she got along great with Hotspot, so 
she’d probably do fine with Kitty.” 


“That mare’s still pretty wild,” Dr. Scott said, and Sam knew the vet was being generous. Dark Sunshine was 
beautiful, but she’d been damaged by confinement and abuse. 


Before Sam could make excuses for the buckskin mare, Jen interrupted. 


“Same problem as before,” Jen insisted. “He’d just get settled and then he’d have to be separated from Tempest and 
Dark Sunshine. Unless Ryan is willing to give you Shy Boots.” 


“Which, I am not,” Ryan put in. 


A few minutes’ more discussion brought them all to the same conclusion. Jen and her mother Lila would look after 
Shy Boots while Ryan searched the range for Hotspot. 


“That’s great,” Jen said, then asked the vet, “Is there any reason we can’t put Kitty and Boots together right now, in 
his paddock?” 


“Other than the fact that you’re weak as a kitten and your mother will have my hide for keeping you out here?” Dr. 
Scott asked. “Not a one.” 


“T feel fine,” Jen insisted, but Sam noticed her friend was leaning against the corral fence as if she needed it for 
support. “I’ve been in the house resting all day. I’m not going back in there until we try this experiment.” When she 
saw the vet hesitate, Jen pressed her advantage. “If I’m going to be supervising these horses, I want to make sure 
they get off to a good start.” 

“Fair enough.” Dr. Scott sounded resigned, but he still shot a quick look at the house. 


“Pll get Kitty,” Sam volunteered, before he could change his mind. 


She left the others and walked toward the barn. She’d already noticed the mare wore a sand-colored nylon halter, so 
Sam only grabbed a lead rope and a bucket from the barn. She poured in a scant scoop of grain that would shift 
around, making a tantalizing sound inside the bucket. 


Princess Kitty guessed Sam was coming for her. As Sam opened the pasture gate and slipped inside, the mare’s 
delicate ears pricked in her direction. The sorrel didn’t lift her head, but her teeth stopped clipping grass and her 
brown eyes gazed through her flaxen forelock. 


Sam stopped shaking the grain bucket and stood still. 


That peekaboo look—more an acknowledgment than a greeting—made Sam’s breath catch. Many times, she’d seen 
the Phantom do the same thing. He let a veil of forelock shield his eyes while he thought things over. 


“Hey beauty,” Sam said, taking a step closer. “I know your son.” 


Of course the mare didn’t understand. She couldn’t. She was an animal, not a human mother, but Princess Kitty’s 
lips left the green grass. Her head rose, and her luminous brown eyes met Sam’s. 


“He’s doing fine,” Sam told the mare, “in case you’ve been wondering.” 


When the sorrel gave a faint nicker, Sam swallowed hard. She just smells the grain, Sam told herself, but she kept 
talking as she moved closer. 


“He has colts of his own now.” Silently, Sam scolded herself for the pang of melancholy that tightened her throat. 
Sam tried to tell herself it was nonsense. Princess Kitty had long since forgotten the black colt she’d lost. 

“He lives in wonderful, wild places,” Sam said as the mare studied the lead rope. 

Sam stood close enough now that she could have touched the horse, but she waited. She wouldn’t risk a grab. Not 
quite yet. With the lead rope in one hand and the bucket in the other, she wasn’t set up for a quick capture. One 
wrong move would make Kitty shy. Then, Sam would be trailing the mare all over the pasture. And she’d have an 


audience for her mistake. 


“We're getting this right the first time, girl,” Sam said. 


She really was a pretty horse. Red-gold, but whereas Ace’s coat was red-gold over rich brown, Kitty’s was red-gold 
over copper. 


“Let’s go see Shy Boots. He could use some company,” Sam said. 


Princess Kitty’s cheek grazed Sam’s as she ducked her head, going for the bucket. She didn’t draw back when Sam 
clipped on the lead rope, but she did give a noisy snuffle, making sure she’d searched out all the grain. 


Satisfied she’d eaten it all, Kitty walked quietly beside Sam to the gate. Sam was surprised at Kitty’s gentleness, but 
that surprise had barely registered when the mare sighted Shy Boots. 


The colt spotted her at the same time. His high-pitched whinny brought a look of alarm into the mare’s eyes. Kitty 
burst from a standstill into a trot and Sam had to jog to keep up. 


“Easy,” Sam called, but Princess Kitty ignored her, even when Sam gave a tug on the lead rope and scolded, “Slow 
down.” 


Princess Kitty’s pace stayed the same, but she glanced back over her shoulder to regard Sam with a royal air that 
seemed to say, “No, you keep up.” 


Sam couldn’t help smiling. She wasn’t pleased with the mare’s defiance, but it was nice to know that even though 
Princess Kitty was just one of Linc Slocum’s many possessions, she haOdn’t lost the pride she’d passed on to her 
son. 


It would do Shy Boots good to spend time with this horse. Ryan could teach him manners while Kitty taught him 
nerve. 


At last, Sam turned Kitty into Shy Boots’s paddock. 
Sam stood between Jen and Ryan, watching for the horses’ reactions to each other. 


After ten minutes, Kitty and Shy Boots were still pretending to ignore each other. After twenty minutes, they’d 
moved a few steps closer together, but they still didn’t seem excited. 


Ryan said, “Nothing’s happening.” 
“Nothing we can see or hear,” Dr. Scott corrected. “But I think they’re going to do fine. 


“You know, on some big horse ranches, where they have a dozen brood mares and foals in the same pasture, they 
wean by slowly removing one or two mothers and replacing them with old saddle horse mares.” 


Sam wanted to protest. Kitty sure didn’t fit that description. 


“Of course they notice the difference,” Dr. Scott said, “but it’s a good solution. The older mares comfort the little 
ones and teach them how to be around other horses.” 


Thirty minutes after the horses had been together, just as Jen drooped against the fence and looked ready to give in 
to her weariness, Shy Boots released a heavy sigh. 


“Look,” Jen said quietly. 


The little Appaloosa lowered himself to the grass, then rested his head against his folded legs. He was down, but his 
whole attitude was different than before, Sam thought. Shy Boots was relaxed enough to close his eyes and doze. 


Beside her, Sam heard Ryan sigh, too. 


“T’ll be on my way,” Dr. Scott said quietly. He stretched his linked hands high over his head, rolled his head from 
side to side, loosening his neck muscles, and grinned. “This is the kind of house call I like best. I didn’t even have to 
take my bag out of the truck.” 


“Oh,” Jen said suddenly, “how did things turn out with your last patient? Ryan said you were tending a tortoise 
who’d had a bad accident.” 


Great, Jen, Sam thought. Why bring up a patient who might have died, when Shy Boots had made the vet happy? 
But Jen wanted to be a vet when she grew up. She was probably just curious. 


“Agnes, the desert tortoise,” the vet said, “is another of today’s success stories, although her cure was a little more 
high-tech.” 


“Surgery?” Jen asked, eyes widening behind her glasses. 

Sam wondered how you’d perform surgery beneath the tortoise’s shell. 
“Epoxy,” Dr. Scott corrected. 

“You mean glue?” Sam asked. 


“Medical-grade glue,” Dr. Scott said, nodding. Then, looking excited, he added, “The shell did just what it was 
supposed to do, protecting Agnes’ soft body, and all the tender stuff inside.” 


From the corner of her eye, Sam saw Ryan rub his hand across his forehead, shading his eyes as he did. 


“The shell only had a little crack,” Dr. Scott went on. “I squeezed glue in a ring around the crack, layered in tiny 
fiberglass sheets, and she should be as good as new.” 


Sam was glad for Agnes and Dr. Scott, but for some reason she couldn’t stop staring at Ryan. His lips pulled down 
into a frown. Maybe he wished someone could mend the crack Shy Boots had put in the shell he’d worn over his 
feelings and all the “tender stuff inside.” 


Chapter Three 


Ice cubes tinkled as Lila Kenworthy, Jen’s mom, placed a pitcher of pink lemonade on the camp table between Sam 
and Jen. 


Lila had dragged the table and three chairs onto the porch of the foreman’s house. The girls had collapsed gratefully 
in the shade. 


“This is great. Thank you,” Sam said. As she sipped, a red maraschino cherry bumped her lips. Sam would bet Lila 
had tinted the lemonade pink by adding the cherries and their juice. Gram did the same thing. 


Fanning herself with one hand, Lila smiled and settled into the third chair. 

Lemonade, the shady porch, and a plan in place to help Shy Boots would have made this the perfect time to ask Jen 
what she should do about Pam, except that she caught Jen shooting a quick look toward Ryan. He still lingered by 
Shy Boots’s paddock, but Jen’s expression said she’d hoped the third chair was for him. 


Lila didn’t notice. 


“You’re welcome, Sam,” Lila said. “Thank you for walking out here with Jen’s schoolwork. Every year I forget how 
we suffer in the September heat.” 


“Darton High is air-conditioned,” Jen pointed out, and her mother took the hint. 

“Honey, I’m working on him,” Lila assured her daughter, and Sam knew the him was Jen’s dad, Jed. “It’s only the 
first day of school and you’re still recovering, so be patient.” Lila waited for Jen’s grumbling agreement, then turned 
to Sam. “Tell us about your classes, Sam.” 

“T have P.E. first thing in the morning,” Sam said. 

“So you’ll be finished before it gets hot,” Lila said. 


“But in December...” Jen began. 


“I know.” Sam rolled her eyes. “And what good is it trying to look nice when I leave home in the morning, if I’m 
going to be sweaty and gross an hour later?” 


“A problem I yearn to have,” Jen said, then stared at her mother with such intensity, Sam wasn’t sure she should go 
on. Was she only making Jen feel left out? 


“Go ahead, Sam,” Lila urged. 
“Then I have English, world history, math, and journalism.” 
Sam was pleased with her recital, until Jen said, “That’s only five classes. Don’t you have six?” 


“Right,” Sam said. Mentally, she reviewed her day, numbering classes off on her fingers. She was about to reach for 
the printed schedule in her backpack when she remembered. “Oh yeah, one semester of Life Skills.” 


“What’s that?” Lila asked. 


“One of those retro fifties classes Mrs. Santos is bringing back, hoping they’ll make us successful when we move 
out on our own,” Jen said, with emphasis. “I have to take it, too.” 


Lila drank the rest of her lemonade, plucked a cherry from her glass, and bit it from its stem. 


“Let’s hope,” she said. 


Sam rushed on, trying to distract Jen. She didn’t want to be in the middle of family bickering, even though Jen and 
her mom were on the same side. 


“In Life Skills, I start with cooking, but then classes rotate,” Sam explained. “Next quarter, I’ll have sewing or 
personal finance—” 


“Subjects we could handle at home,” Lila put in, as she stood. 
“—pbut then second semester, I’ll go back to Spanish,” Sam said. 


“You girls take your time. Sam, just let me know when, and Pll call your Gram to come pick you up. Drink all you 
like,” Lila said, nodding to the pitcher. “And I’ll bring out another glass.” 


Sam and Jen followed Lila’s glance and saw Ryan headed their way, but Jen didn’t let her mother escape. 

“And how are you feeling about teaching me calculus, Mom?” Jen teased. 

“Helpless,” Lila said, grinning. “And that’s what’s going to win this one for us.” Lila held up crossed fingers. “Your 
dad is no better at higher math than I am. You outpaced both of us when you were in sixth grade.” Then, just before 
she left them, Lila used the back of her hand to check the temperature of Jen’s forehead. “Don’t push yourself, 


honey.” 


“I don’t have a fever,” Jen said, pulling away from her mother’s concerned touch. “It’s a hundred degrees out here. 
Everyone’s hot.” 


Lila nodded, unconvinced. 


Once the screen door closed behind her mother, Jen moaned, “If I’m not back in school next week, I don’t know 
what I’ll do. Maybe die of boredom.” 


“Or take care of my colt?” Ryan suggested. Hair slicked down and shirt cuffs turned back, he’d clearly made a trip 
up to the mansion. 


Probably, Sam thought, that’s where he’d gotten the folder he was carrying, too. 


“Sure, Pll take care of Boots,” Jen told him. “But my brilliant mind needs stimulation. Every day counts if I’m 
going to earn a scholarship to Stanford.” 


Sam was pretty sure Ryan didn’t mean his expression to look so indulgent, but it did, as if he were tolerating a 
child’s dream of sliding down a rainbow. 


Whatever he meant by it, the smile was brief. Ryan pulled a chair closer, moved the pitcher aside, and opened his 
folder. 


“Maps,” Sam said, as he placed the papers side by side, but then she saw they were actually digital photographs of 
real maps pierced with multicolored pins. 


“Photos of maps on my bedroom wall,” Ryan said. 
Sam looked up at Ryan expectantly. 


But Jen didn’t wait for him to explain. Head tilted to one side, she squinted, studied the photos, then said, “You’ve 
been thinking about this for a while.” 


“Yes,” he said. 
“About what?” Sam asked. 


She knew she wasn’t dumb. Her grades and standardized test scores said her intelligence was above average, but 


sometimes, it was hard having a best friend who was brilliant. 
“Dr. Scott’s diagnosis wasn’t what convinced Ryan to try to find Hotspot,” Jen told Sam. 


“Tt did, but it wasn’t the only thing,” Ryan admitted. “I’d already been considering it. What rational person wouldn’t 
want to get back something that’s his?” 


His defensive tone made Sam look at Jen, but her friend’s expression was carefully blank. 
Get back something. He must mean Hotspot, Sam thought. 


“Of course, my father thinks it’s a poor idea. Still, he agreed to let me use Sky Ranger to stalk the herd, even though 
he’s tried unsuccessfully to do the same thing with the same horse. But I’m a lighter rider and I’ve been giving Sky 
an athlete’s nutrition—the highest quality grain to be found—preparing for this.” 


When Ryan rubbed his hands together, Sam remembered last week, when she’d been alone on Gold Dust Ranch. 


Right after Jen’s accident, Ross had driven Jen to the hospital and Lila had gone to meet them after making Sam 
promise to stay at Gold Dust, to tell Jed, Jen’s father, what had happened. After caring for Silly, Sam had wandered 
over to the barn and heard the rush of grain from a scoop and seen Ryan with Sky Ranger, the Thoroughbred gelding 
who was sleek and fast as a greyhound. 


Hotspot came from running stock, too, so it would be a fair race, but Ryan hadn’t said he was stalking the 
Appaloosa mare. He’d said “stalking the herd,” like his father had. 


Sam recalled one rainy morning on her first cattle drive. From her sleeping bag she’d heard hooves splattering mud 
and looked up to see Linc ride out on Sky Ranger, determined to chase down the Phantom. 


Now, when Sam looked at Ryan’s photos of the maps on his bedroom wall, she felt sick. 

Ryan was entitled to go after Hotspot, but... 

“Do the pins in those maps show where she’s been spotted?” Sam asked. 

“That’s almost right,” Ryan encouraged her. 

“The Phantom’s herd?” Sam’s voice turned shrill as she demanded, “You’ve been tracking the Phantom’s herd?” 


The screen door opened. Lila handed Ryan an empty glass for lemonade, then asked, “Everything all right out 
here?” 


“Yeah, Mom,” Jen said. “Sam’s just—” Jen must have felt the accusation from Sam’s eyes, because she broke off. 
“We're fine.” 


Waiting for Jen’s mom to leave, Sam gripped her hands into fists so tight, she felt her fingernails press into her 
palms. Finally the screen door closed again. 


“I’m not fine,” Sam said quietly. 


“All right, then. Yes, I’ve talked with people who’ve spotted that wild band, the band Hotspot’s traveling with.” 
Ryan let his words sink in, then asked, “Sam, what’s the difference? I’ve gotten information from several sources. 
I’m putting it together. So what?” 


Wasn’t it bad enough that Pam and her mother would see the Phantom? Now Ryan would be after him, too. He’d 
see the Phantom and fall under his spell. 


Sam knew she wasn’t being selfish. If she didn’t shield the stallion from other people, someone was bound to turn 
greedy. 


Sam swallowed. “I can’t explain.” 
“Would you rather have me just blundering across the range on my own?” 
“Of course not,” Sam said. “I don’t want you to get lost, but—” 


Sam knew it would be rude to say what she was thinking. Ryan’s father was obsessed with the stallion. If Ryan 
knew where to find the Phantom, he’d probably tell Linc. 


“But what?” Ryan asked. 
“Who are your sources?” Sam demanded. 


Ryan arranged the maps. As he talked, he pointed out meadows and springs mentioned to him by Caleb Sawyer, the 
hermit of Snake’s Head Peak. He indicated trails and canyons both Jen and Mrs. Coley had told him about. 


“These are gullies, a playa, water holes, and washes my father admitted got the best of him when he was after the 
stallion,” Ryan said, ignoring the fact that Linc’s actions were illegal. 


Next, Ryan’s index finger tapped places he’d heard about from Mrs. Allen, Sheriff Ballard, Brynna, and Karl 
Mannix, the horse thief. 


“My information indicates the herd has six favorite habitats.” Tilting his head to one side, as if he were joking, Ryan 
added, “Those details came from almost everyone in the county, except you and Jake Ely.” 


Sam felt dizzy, and it wasn’t from the heat. 

Ryan fidgeted in his chair. He watched Jen, obviously waiting for congratulations. 

“These sightings of the Phantom go back over three years,” he boasted. 

He knew, and so did Sam, that Jen admired his calculated, analytical approach to tracking the herd, but she sat silent. 
When she cupped her hand over her bandages, Sam knew why. 

“Jen, does your rib hurt?” 

Lips pressed together, Jen shook her head. 


As if he thought Sam’s question were meant to distract him, Ryan protested, “I assure both of you that I only want 
Hotspot.” 


Jen met Sam’s eyes. They both heard the plea in his words. 


“T believe you,” Sam said, but she couldn’t help thinking of Golden Rose, the palomino mare Ryan had kept hidden 
in the ghost town of Nugget. He’d known she belonged to someone else. Still, he’d kept her. 


Images of Nugget led to thoughts of prospectors who’d sworn they’d be level-headed amid a stampede for riches. 
But once they’d begun digging the dirt and panning the water of nearby streams, once they’d seen the glitter of 
precious minerals, the miners had given in to obsessions for gold nuggets and veins of silver. 


Ryan wouldn’t know he wanted the silver stallion until he saw him. 
“So then you’ll help me?” Ryan asked. 


Sam looked to Jen for advice, but her friend had reached for the stack of schoolbooks. Wincing, Jen stretched until 
her hand clamped on a brand new calculus book. Then she settled it on her lap with a sigh of satisfaction. 


Poor Jen, Sam thought. She must feel left out. First, her parents had kept her from going back to school. Now her rib 


kept her from joining Ryan’s search for Hotspot. Something told Sam that Jen wouldn’t enjoy hearing that Sam’s 
old best friend was coming to town. 


Lila opened the screen door. “Sam?” she said, but her eyes studied Jen, and Sam knew Lila had given up on her 
daughter’s good judgment. “It’s time I called your Gram, don’t you think?” 


Before Sam could agree, Ryan spoke up. 

“Don’t bother, Mrs. Kenworthy. Pll take Samantha home. We have things to discuss.” 

“Fine,” Lila said, but Sam wasn’t so sure. 

“Jen, is that okay?” Sam asked. No way would she ride with Ryan, alone, if it made her best friend jealous. “Jen?” 


One of Jen’s braids had worked loose from its hairpins. It exposed the sunburned part on her scalp and hung down 
like the ear of a sad puppy. 


Jen didn’t fix it. She’d didn’t answer. She didn’t even look up from the math book. 


Ryan shook his head impatiently, stood, and started walking toward the circular driveway where his family’s cars 
were parked. 


“Jen,” Sam repeated once Ryan was too far away to hear her, “do you want me to wait? Or is it okay if I go with 
Ryan and save Gram a drive over here? I don’t mind waiting. Really.” 


Jen was probably just engrossed in the wonders of calculus, but Sam had to make sure. 


“T know I’m less fascinating than math, but give me a sign that you hear me, okay?” Sam snatched up her friend’s 
hand. “Squeeze once for yes and twice for no.” 


Finally Jen looked up. She gave a weak smile. “Sure, go ahead. Help him find his horse. Anything that will help him 
stand up to his dad is fine with me. Besides, I know you don’t like him like I do.” 


The sun glinted on the lenses of Jen’s glasses, hiding her eyes so that Sam couldn’t tell what Jen meant by that last 
bit. 


“Pl call you tonight,” Sam promised. 
“Will you?” Jen asked. 


“Sure,” Sam said. Then she gave her friend’s hand a single squeeze and left. 


Chapter Four 


A horse galloped far off in the distance, where the bone-white playa met blue Nevada sky. 


Sam spotted it after she and Ryan had left Gold Dust Ranch, turned left, and started driving toward River Bend 
Ranch. She’d been staring in the direction of Lost Canyon, wondering if Pam and her mother had arrived yet. 


It probably wasn’t a mustang. Not in the late afternoon. Not in this heat. Not out in the open. Mustangs craved shade 
and coolness just like other animals. 


Did the horse have a rider she couldn’t make out through the dust and distance? Was it really even there? She could 
be so fixated on the Phantom that she was seeing things. It wouldn’t be the first time. 


Sam pulled her eyes away from the fleet figure. Then she turned sideways, shoulder to the windshield, as Ryan 
repeated a question he was asking for the second time. 


“.,.aren’t on my map?” 


“I’m sorry,” Sam apologized, shaking her head as if she could dislodge the image of the running horse. “What did 
you say?” 


“T asked if there are places, besides the six I’ve listed, where you’ve sighted the Phantom?” 
“Sure,” Sam answered. 

“If I promise not to lay a finger on the stallion, will you tell me about them?” 

“No, Ryan. I haven’t told anyone.” 

Ryan looked skeptical. 


“I haven’t and I won’t,” she insisted. “But you did a really nice job on that map, from what I can tell in the 
photographs.” 


“I’m flattered,” Ryan said, his fingers tightening on the steering wheel. He slanted his head left, grimaced as if the 
sun glare on the windshield was aimed only at him, then snatched up sunglasses from the car’s console. He stabbed 
them over his ears so forcefully, Sam winced. 


Ryan was awfully worked up about her refusal to answer his questions, so she tried to lead the conversation in a 
different direction. “What are you going to study in college?” 


“Nothing,” he snapped. “I want to take over the ranch once my father loses interest in it.” 


